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Career Choice, Ethics and the Personal Significance of the Military Profession
There is a big difference between the "how-question" and the "why-question". A "how-question" results in answers at the level of skills, methods and tactics. Training and instruction can usually be found at the level of the "how-question". A "why-question" results in answers at the level of intentions and justifications. Repeatedly posing a "why-question" could reveal fundamental assumptions. Some of those answers are not easy to express, but that does not make them any less important. Taken superficially, the question "Why am I evacuating these refugees?" is not so difficult to answer. The answer might be: "Instructions to that effect were contained in the mandate. " At a more fundamental level, the same question becomes considerably more difficult. That requires, for example, an explanation as to why you are concerned that acts of war in countries far away from your own have robbed people of everything they have built up in their lives: "Am I (partly) responsible for the fate of desperate refugees? And if so, how far does my responsibility go?" It is good to ask yourself such questions. The quest for a satisfactory answer -even if you don't get one immediately -will help you to focus on the responsibilities which you will bear as a future commander in the Dutch armed forces. The tragedies associated with names such as Srebrenica, Bihać, Kigali and others evoke more profound questions about the personal significance of the military profession. You can interpret those more profound questions personally in the first instance: it is about establishing a link between yourself and your career choice. The perspective is your own life: past, present and future. What am I really looking for in my future life? In more concrete terms: why do I want to be a member of the armed forces? Why do I want to take risks by being in a crisis area? What moral responsibilities do I have in respect of desperate civilians? Am I willing and able to bear those responsibilities? Can I, as a commander, answer these questions clearly enough to motivate my troops? Asking "deeper questions" in the context of one's career choice is a characteristic of the path to adulthood. Learning to take responsibility is also part of that journey. Koene, a former lecturer at the Royal Military Academy, wrote: "Bringing up a child is raising a person to become an adult personality. Allowing the development of a sense of responsibility. Being able to account for himself and his life is the central premise. Personally assessing the requirements set by each individual and unique situation. (...) Becoming aware that one has to use limited, available knowledge to make a decision and that one has to accept responsibility for that decision" (Koene, 1979, 22) .
By searching for the answer to questions such as these, you establish a link between your profession and the desire to perform work that suits you and that you feel is useful, satisfying and worthwhile. Both the military training that you have had and will have and chaplains can help you to find an answer. In the age group from, say, 17 to 24, choices have to be made in respect of profession, specialisation and life in general, which gradually grow into an inner and lasting engagement. Something that the military profession has in common with the occupations of surgeon, police
